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On the northeastern portion of the island of Newfoundland is a small town called Gander.  For a 

good portion of the early part of the 20th century, a central focus of the little town was its 

international airport, which was used for refueling and maintenance in the earliest years of 

transatlantic flight.  Planes couldn’t make it from their European origins to their western North 

American destinations on one tank of gas – and places like Gander became hubs for those quick 

fuel stops along the way.  As the world saw rapid advancements in aviation technology, of 

course, the need for these mid-trip stops became less and less necessary, and by the end of the 

20th century, there was little call for places like Gander International Airport.  Then came 

September 11, 2001. 

 

Most everyone in this room remembers where they were, that day.  But, for the people of 

Gander, it was day that put them face to face with the needs of thousands.  You see, with US 

airspace shut down and hundreds of flights caught over the Atlantic with no place to land, this 

rural Canadian town of 9,000 people opened its runways to 38 planes and 7,000 passengers who 

suddenly had no food, no phones, no beds, no anything…  In the days that followed, the people 

of Gander opened their schools, churches and community centers to these orphaned strangers in 

their midst.  They opened their homes for them to shower and sleep, they lent them their cars and 

their phones.  They fed them, they clothed them, the consoled them in their losses and joined 

them in their search for answers regarding loved ones back home…the list goes on.  Google it 

sometime, if you don’t know the stories, because there are many of them out there. 

 

Now, some of you may have heard these stories, or read about them, in past years – but it was 

not an element of that day with which I was familiar until Sharon and I went to see the musical at 

the Marcus Center last Wednesday, Come From Away, which is actually based on the true story 

of Gander and the people who landed there that day.  The musical is fascinating.  From a 

production standpoint, if you’re into that kind of thing, it’s remarkable.  The way they go about 

this with a dozen actors, a half dozen musicians on the wings of the stage, and not a single 

change of the set, is really interesting to watch.  But, what really got to me (and has just gnawed 

at me ever since) is the story of Gander that I’d never before heard, and the manner in which the 

people of Gander dropped everything in life – moving mountains and rivers in the process – to 
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care for the needs of 7,000 desperate souls who had literally dropped from the sky into their little 

town. 

 

At first it was, for me, a very moving and uplifting story of humanity’s remarkable capacity to 

provide selfless and loving care to people in times of crisis and need.  It was a stirring reminder 

of the heroism and human compassion that erupted in the wake of one of the darkest days in the 

history of our country.  It was a light of hopefulness shining in the face of the darkness of evil 

that we know can overtake our world.  At first it was, for me, a moving and uplifting story that 

rightly reminded me of the manner in which humanity came together in the wake of 

unimaginable despair.  I was really stirred as I left the theater that night.  I liked the music, the 

production was fascinating, and the story really got to me.  But, then it kept getting to me…and 

getting to me…and getting to me…  As each day passed, I found the story creeping under my 

skin.  It’s a story that is justifiably and rightly uplifting, but the more I thought about it, the more 

I found the cultural (and in our case, faithful) critique that simmers just below its surface.   

 

You see, the more I found myself thinking about that story (and the countless similar tales that 

unfolded that day), the more I found myself asking the question ‘Why then, but not now?’  What 

is it, I found myself wondering, about that moment of emergency, that immediacy of the crisis, 

that draws out our human compassion is such extraordinary ways.  As remarkable and moving as 

that story of Gander is, I believe that the underlying goodness of humanity means that most of us 

would have probably responded in similar ways.  Looking out our windows, or down our streets, 

at lines of airplanes bringing thousands of orphaned people immersed in a moment of tragedy – 

many of us would have done the same thing.  We would have done everything we could to help 

in the face of such tragedy.  I think it’s a wonderful story, but I genuinely believe most of us 

would have had the same response.  In the face of such tragedy right in front of us – in the face 

of 7,000 people stranded in a foreign land because their country was under attack – most of us 

would have acted…responded…helped in any way we could.  And, the more I thought about that 

reality, the more I found myself asking why we would have then, be so often don’t now – and 

that’s been eating at me ever since. 

 

The truth is that we are constantly surrounded by stranded airplanes of our own.  The truth is that 

the profound, desperate, crisis level needs that were thrust upon the people of Gander nearly 18 

years ago, envelop us every single day.  So, why would that crisis drive so many to action, while 

most days we so often just sit back and accept it?   

• Why is it that in the face of homelessness, hunger, trafficking, crime, murder, 

immigration crises and so much more we are willing to drop something in a bucket now 

and then but leave it to someone else to make a real difference?   

• Why is it that our own children and grandchildren go to school in fear every day, and 

every time there is a school shooting we either tell people they have our prayers, or tell 

people to shove their prayers, and refuse to actually set aside our political blinders and 

social agendas and have real conversations about real problems that need real solutions?   

• Why is that people will drop everything in the face of 38 stranded planes on the tarmac, 

while paying no attention to the dozens who have been sleeping under the bridge next 

door for months? 
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Now, I’m going to let those questions sit for a minute while I draw us into our passage from 

James this morning.  As some of you know, while we call him ‘Jay,’ our son’s given name is 

James – and it is based on this passage of Scripture.  This passage speaks volumes to me in faith.  

It’s one that’s been used, in theological circles over the years, to make an argument for what is 

known as ‘works righteousness.’  Works righteousness is the theological concept that one must 

earn their way into salvation.  Instead of it being an unwarranted gift of grace (which is more the 

perspective you tend to hear from me), works righteousness argues that salvation is gained by 

one’s merit – by their works.  They often point to this passage as justification for the claim, but I 

see this passage much differently.   

 

“I by my works will show you my faith…For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith 

without works is also dead.”  (James 2: 18b, 26)  I don’t think James is making argument, here, 

for how we get to heaven.  I think James is making abundantly clear that there is an undeniable 

link between what we believe and what we do.  I think what James is articulating, in all of this, is 

that if we truly believe in this God we proclaim…if we truly embrace the grace we know in 

Christ…if the love that God has shown us is genuinely within us…then we are going to live that 

out!  It’s not that we have to earn that love, it’s that a genuine embracing of that love is going to 

be reflected in our lives.  In other words – faith works!  When we have faith…true 

faith…genuine faith…heartfelt faith in the love of God shown to us in Christ…that will manifest 

itself in our works.  Whether it be Abraham trusting God enough to lift the knife, or Noah 

enough to build the ark, or Peter enough to enter the home of a gentile, the story of Scripture is 

that of the faithfulness of God’s beloved manifesting itself in the very lives that they led.  Faith 

works! 

 

So, put all this together and we are right back where I left off.  If we are compelled to live out 

our faith in the lives that we lead, and if we are genuinely drawn to help those in the face of crisis 

(which I believe we are), why is it so easy for us to turn a blind eye to the stranded airplanes that 

surround us every day?  That’s the question I’ve been asking myself all week, and the more I’ve 

asked it, the more I’ve been drawn to the underlying conclusion that, more often than not, I 

wonder if it comes down to the fact that we just don’t even see them anymore.   

 

We’re numb!  The needs are so many, the pains so great, and the tragedies so frequent, they’ve 

become white noise in the background that we just fail to notice.  Perhaps we started tuning it out 

when we first questioned how we could possibly make a difference.  Perhaps it became 

increasingly blurred when we just accepted that there was no way we could handle it all.  But, 

now, in the day and age of 24-hour news and the constant barrage of tragedy, we’ve just become 

immune.   

• What’s another murder in the city when we’ve already seen three on tonight’s local 

news? 

• What’s another victim of violence in the face of dozens I know are out there tonight? 

• What’s another homeless person when I’ve already passed five driving down this road? 

• What another mass shooting when it’s the third I’ve heard about this week? 

 

More and more I’ve come to believe that the reason we will jump so quickly to the tragedy in 

front of our face, and yet so readily ignore those that are constantly before us, is that we just 
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don’t even see them anymore.  Consciously or subconsciously, they’ve become white noise and 

we respond accordingly.   

 

Now, I want to be clear and own that it’s not nearly that simple.  Systems are broken, people are 

broken.  There is not one of us who could fix all the ills of the world, and not all the ills of the 

world can be fixed.  But, the magic of the story of Gander is that people saw the planes, they 

opened their hearts to the needs with which they were confronted, they played the role in the 

lives of those people that they could play, and through their combined compassion, thousands of 

people found comfort and peace in the face of unimaginable despair.   

 

I’m not suggesting that we are heartless people – in fact I’m noting the exact opposite.  I’m not 

suggesting that we don’t already do a lot to make a difference in the lives of those around us – I 

know we do.  And, I’m not suggesting we should be marching out to fix every ill of the world – 

we can’t fix it all and some of it can’t be fixed.  What I am suggesting, however, is that the 

reason those people of Gander stepped up and into the that need was because they saw the 

planes, they opened their hearts, and they did what they could do to make a difference.  Our 

stories will differ.  What needs we address, what part we play, and the difference we make, will 

be different from one of us to the next – but, I am convinced that it has to start with seeing the 

planes…it has to start with seeing the tragedies around us for the crises they are.  Because, until 

we break through our numbness…until we set aside our blinders…until we see the planes in 

crisis that lie in front of us every day…we’re still going to keep celebrating humanity’s ability to 

rise to the moment of crisis, all while glossing over our remarkable capacity to completely ignore 

the crises that were already here! 

 

  

 

    

 

 

 

 


